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Obituary: Dr. Robert B. Barlow 1939–2009A star in the vision community was lost with the untimely
death of our good friend and colleague, Robert Barlow. Bob suc-
cumbed on December 24th, at age 70, after a short bout with acute
leukemia. Our sincere condolences are extended to his wife Pat,
their three children, seven grandchildren and two great-grandchil-
dren, as well as to his brother James and sister Margaret.
Bob’s rise to preeminence is not surprising considering his su-
perb training, his grasp of experimental techniques, and his
breadth of knowledge in all matters. After receiving a bachelor’s
degree from Bowdoin College, Bob earned his doctorate from the
Rockefeller University in 1967 under the tutelage of H. Keffer Hart-
line, and like his mentor, spent much of his research career exam-
ining the features of the visual system of the horseshoe crab. Using
an array of electrophysiological, photographic, and behavioral
techniques to monitor the activity of Limulus, Bob constructed a
cell-based model of the animal’s nervous activity that enabled
him to decipher the selective information the eye transmits to
the brain. This work shed important insights on the role of efferent
nerve ﬁbers in modulating the activity of Limulus photoreceptors,
and enabled him to discover neural mechanisms applicable to ner-
vous systems throughout the vertebrate kingdom. In the course of
these studies, he and his co-workers discovered the modulatory ef-
fects of dopamine on the activity of the circadian clock, the molec-
ular origins of thermal noise that set the limits of photoreceptor
sensitivity and the innervation patterns of single optic nerve ﬁbers
in the Limulus brain. When Bob began his independent research ca-
reer, many thought that Limulus had little more to tell us about
neural mechanisms. Bob demonstrated beautifully and dramati-
cally that this was completely wrong.doi:10.1016/j.visres.2010.02.001Although his interest in the visual performance of this fascinat-
ing animal never waned, Bob and his colleagues began to work in
the mid-1990s on visual problems in vertebrates, initially studying
the circadian and efferent control of visual sensitivity in birds and
toads. This led to studies, ﬁrst in human and then mouse, in which
they showed that lowered glucose levels results in reduced visual
sensitivity, especially in the macula. In a later study, published in
PNAS, they demonstrated that hypoglycemia in mice leads, surpris-
ingly, to disruption of the synaptic organization of the outer plex-
iform layer and profound visual loss. Bob’s interest in the severe
consequences of hereditary retinal diseases resulted in innovative
studies on the application of high resolution optical coherence
tomography in the study of retinal degenerations, the use of ade-
no-associated virus (AAV) gene therapy for restoring cone vision
in a mouse model of achromatopsia, and a unique approach to elu-
cidate the link between constitutive activation of rhodopsin and
retinal degeneration by analyzing the photoresponses of Xenopus
rods rendered constitutively active by vitamin A deprivation.
Bob’s academic career was equally impressive. He joined The
Institute for Sensory Research at Syracuse University in 1967,
and after less than a decade, was made Professor of Neuroscience.
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as Professor of Ophthalmology, and it was there that he spear-
headed the creation of The Center for Vision Research. This Center,
of which he was Founding Director, now has 50 members and is
the largest research group at Upstate. Over the years, Bob received
several awards, including the President’s Award for Excellence and
Leadership in Research at Upstate Medical University in 2002, the
Senior Scientist Award from Research to Prevent Blindness in 2005,
the State University of New York Chancellor’s Award for Excellence
in Scholarship and Creative Activities in 2007, and the ARVO Gold
Fellow Award in 2009.
Bob’s love of life was evident in everything he undertook. He
was an avid sailor and swimmer as well as a Syracuse University
sports fan who saw virtually every home basketball game fromhis courtside seat. He spent as much time as he could in Woods
Hole during the late spring and summers, not only to do science,
but to enjoy the waters there. He swam every day either in Vine-
yard Sound or Buzzards Bay, and in 1978 broke the record for
the 4 mile swim from Woods Hole to Martha’s Vineyard. He com-
peted intensely in the Cape Cod Knockabout Races, and could be
seen at the helm of his 180 sloop that is the major class at the
Woods Hole Yacht Club. With the guidance of his close friend,
Bruce Szamier, Bob had recently acquired a handsome motor boat,
‘‘Jimbo”, from which he ﬁshed and entertained many friends as
well as students, faculty, and visiting scientists from the Marine
Biological Laboratory, where he was associated since he ﬁrst came
there as a student in 1963. He was exceptionally active at the MBL
over the years, teaching in several of its courses and mentoring the
Grass Fellows, young graduate students and postdoctoral fellows
carrying out independent research there. He also was deeply in-
volved in the leadership of the MBL, serving as a Trustee for two
terms and Chair of The Trustee Executive Committee and Science
Council. He served on many committees there, from Strategic Plan-
ning to Development and Fellowships.
Bob trained many young scientists including 16 postdoctoral
fellows, 10 graduate students and numerous undergraduates. He
published over 100 scientiﬁc articles, and his research was re-
ported on by numerous newspapers, magazines, and radio and
television shows. He attended the ARVO meeting every year and
served as an elected Trustee of the Association from 2002 to
2007. At the time of his death, he was Chair of the Board of Direc-
tors of The Grace Brain Center in Mashpee, Massachusetts and the
Gemstone Foundation in Rodeo, California.Bob, you will be sorely
missed.
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